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Roland Bleiker*
This article examines ways in which art can help broaden
understandings of contemporary security challenges, espe-
cially in view of the limits of conventional forms of strategic
and policy analysis. The article focuses especially on responses
to 9/11 in literature, the visual arts, architecture, and music,
and considers some epistemological questions about the status
of art as a way of knowing political events, like those of 9/11,
that escape state-based forms of security analysis. KEYWORDS:
security, art, emotion, representation, understanding
The aim of this article is to show how art can shed new and reveal-
ing light on contemporary security problems. In doing so, the arti-
cle addresses a fundamental paradox that became apparent with
9/11—the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the
Pentagon of September 11, 2001. While security threats are becom-
ing increasingly complex and transnational, our means of under-
standing and responding to them have remained largely un-
changed. They are still based primarily on strategic expertise and
corresponding militaristic and statecentric ways of articulating
defense policy.
Military defense will undoubtedly remain a crucial element of
security policy, but the problem of terrorism is far too complex and
far too serious not to employ the full register of human intelli-
gence and creativity to understand and deal with it. This is partic-
ularly the case because the potential use of weapons of mass
destruction amplifies the dangers of terrorist threats.1 One of the
key intellectual and political challenges today thus consists of legit-
imizing a greater variety of approaches to and insights into the
phenomenon of terrorism.
Art has the potential to contribute to this broadening process. It
can help us deal with dimensions of security challenges that cannot
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easily be understood through conventional forms of policy analysis.
The article draws attention to this potential by examining some of
the artistic reactions to 9/11. The ensuing endeavor lays no claim to
comprehensiveness, for surveying the astonishing outpouring of
artistic creativity that followed those tragic events would be doomed
from the start. The objective, then, is limited to two specific tasks:
1. To draw upon a few selected examples, stemming from liter-
ature, visual art, architecture, and music, in order to demon-
strate the relevance of art to the process of coming to terms
with 9/11
2. To engage some of the more fundamental epistemological
puzzles that are entailed in understanding the links between
art and politics. Can fiction, for instance, express certain
aspects of terrorism better than a straightforward factual
account? Can we see things through visual art that we can-
not express through textual analyses? Can music make us
hear something that we cannot see? If aesthetic engage-
ments are indeed qualitatively different from others, what is
the exact political content and significance of this differ-
ence? How can the respective insights be translated back
into language-based expressions without loosing the essence
of what they capture?
The article begins by stressing that 9/11 did not constitute sim-
ply a breach of security, as it is generally understood: a violation of
national sovereignty, a failure of the state’s intelligence apparatus,
and a shattering of a deep-seated sense of domestic security in the
United States. The terrorist attack also, and perhaps more impor-
tantly, precipitated a breach of understanding. Prevalent faculties,
including reason, were simply incapable of grasping the event in its
totality. Policy analyses in particular were unable to capture and
deal with the emotional side of the events—a shortcoming that
explains the astonishing outpouring of artistic creativity in the
months following the attacks.
Artistic engagements, the article argues, have the potential to cap-
ture and communicate a range of crucial but often neglected emo-
tional issues. Prevailing scholarly analyses and policy approaches to
global security certainly pay no attention to the role of emotions, even
though terrorism is a highly emotional issue. Various recent studies in
philosophy, aesthetics, and ethics have shown how emotions are not
just subjective and irrational reactions but do in fact contain insights
that can be as revealing and as important as conventional knowledge
forms, such as those emanating from social-scientific inquires. This
is why our knowledge of global security threats, and our practical
78 Art After 9/11
abilities to counter them, would greatly improve if we found ways of
legitimizing both emotional knowledge and a range of alternative,
artistic ways of expressing them.
9/11: From a Breach of Security to a 
Breach of Understanding
The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, undoubtedly mark a
key turning point in international politics. The death toll alone
would not necessarily render the event so central, for many other
recent conflicts, from Bosnia to Rwanda, produced far more casu-
alties. The 2001 9/11 is significant because it fundamentally ques-
tioned the prevailing sense of security and the political structures
that had been established to provide it. Or so at least argue most
scholarly commentators. They stress that the attacks were directed
not just at physical targets but at representations of power. No
building symbolized the neoliberal economic world order better
than the twin towers of the World Trade Center, and no building
symbolizes the military might of the United States better than the
Pentagon. The White House, the target for a failed third attack,
would have been the perfect representation of political power.
The shock experience of 9/11 was thus linked to a fundamental
breach of security, for security had come to be associated with the
integrity and sovereignty of the nation-state. There is a well-estab-
lished body of literature that examines the relationship between
states as security machines and states as war machines. The most
influential perspectives on foreign policy, those shaped by realist
ideas, stress the need for states to protect peace and order at the
domestic level by promoting policies that maximize the state’s mili-
tary capacity and, so it is assumed, its external security. That this
very practice only increases everyone else’s insecurity is evident, not
least through extensive realist attempts to theorize the respective
dilemmas.2
But 9/11 represents a different type of threat, one that cannot
easily be anticipated, nor prevented, through prevailing state-based
structures of security. The danger did not emanate from another
state but from a nonstate actor, and one that cannot even be pre-
cisely defined and located. The conflict was not launched with con-
ventional military equipment but with simple and unanticipated
means. The attack itself took place in surprise, revealing a funda-
mental weakness in the state’s intelligence apparatus. The attack
was also asymmetric, insofar as it did not actual involve opposing
forces. And, finally, the attack was not directed at a battlefield or a
military target—it struck at the very heart of political, economic
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and civilian life. As a result, it shattered both a deeply seated sense
of domestic security and the integrity of the sovereign state.3
But the significance of 9/11 goes beyond a mere breach of
state-based security, which is dramatic but can still be understood
through existing conceptual means. The terrorist attacks also en-
gendered a more fundamental breach in human understanding,
which remains largely ignored by security experts. The 9/11 event
displays all the features that Susan Neiman identifies as key ele-
ments of major turning points: moments in history when certain
events defy “human capacities for understanding” and trigger a
“collapse of the most basic trust in the world.”4
Aesthetic insights into 9/11 have the potential to identify and
shed light on this fundamental breach of understanding. It is no
coincidence that one of the most remarkable but often overlooked
reactions to the terrorist attacks is the astonishing outpouring of
artistic creativity. Countless artists around the world have tried to
deal with both the nature of the tragic event and its implications
for the future. They painted and filmed, they wrote poems and
novels, they composed and performed music. This wave of aes-
thetic creativity may be comparable to the reactions Immanuel
Kant described when faced with a powerful object, such as a storm
or erupting volcano. The prevalent faculties, including reason, are
confronted with their limit, for they are unable to grasp the event
in its totality.5 The result is incomprehension, pain, and fear, which
express the gap between what was experienced and what can actu-
ally be apprehended by existing conceptual and descriptive means.
This is particularly the case for survivors of major traumas, who
tend to find that there are no words to convey what happened.6
And even people who are affected only indirectly by the events can
feel distressed by their inability to comprehend them through
existing conceptual means.
Artistic representations may capture certain emotional dimen-
sions that remain out of reach for prevalent forms of communica-
tion and analyses. They are an essential element of how the tragic
events are viewed, interpreted, and remembered. But while offer-
ing insight into the nature and meaning of terrorism, these aes-
thetic reactions have had no influence on the making of security
policy, which continues to be dominated by prevalent techno-
strategic assessments of threats. Although presented as “new ways
of thinking and new ways of fighting,”7 the US response is above all
characterized by a strong desire to return to the reassuring famil-
iarity of dualistic thinking patterns that dominated foreign policy
during the Cold War. Once again the world is divided into “good”
and “evil,” and once again military means occupy the key, if not the
only role in protecting the former against the latter. This has the
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unwelcome effect of representing the wars of response—Afghan-
istan and Iraq—as moral crusades, obscuring a deeper under-
standing and threatening to evoke the atavistic logic of religious
war. Such an approach may make sense in the context of the shock
that followed the events of 9/11, but it creates more difficulties
than it solves. The rhetoric of “evil madmen,” one commentator
stresses, “advances neither understanding of [terrorist] horror nor,
for that matter, the capacity to combat or prevent it.”8 Even high-
ranking military commanders now question the usefulness of the
wars of response, admitting that “defeating terrorism is more diffi-
cult and far-reaching than we have assumed.”9
The tendency to resort to old thinking patterns in times of
crises is as entrenched in international relations scholarship as it
is in the domain of policymaking. Most approaches to the study of
world politics remain dominated by social-scientific principles. This
is even the case with many authors who seek to open up new per-
spectives. Alexander Wendt, for instance, one of the leading con-
structivist contributors to scholarly debates, stresses that “poetry,
literature and other humanistic disciplines are not designed to
explain global war or Third World poverty, and as such if we want
to solve those problems our best hope, slim as it maybe, is social
science.”10 The resulting tendency to marginalize alternative in-
sights, such as those emanating from aesthetic sources, is particu-
larly prevalent in the specific domain of security studies. The exclu-
sive reliance on social science marks even those approaches that
seek a broadening of the security agenda, such as advocates of
human security, who urge policymakers to view security beyond the
conventional military-based defense of the state and its territory.11
Forays into alternative sources of insight remain rare and
unsystematic. Walter Laqueur is one of the exceptions. In an influ-
ential book on terrorism he laments that “literature as a source for
the study of terrorism is still virtually terra incognito.”12 But while
acknowledging the potential contribution of fiction and devoting a
chapter to it, Laqueur’s research remains limited to retracing the
“motives, thoughts and actions” of terrorists through literary texts.
He does not engage the extent to which aesthetic insights may
offer us a qualitatively different understanding of the more funda-
mental aspects of terrorism, including its nature, impact, and the
policy responses it triggers. A few excellent recent texts pursue
these issues further, but they are either limited to specific topics,
such as music or visual art, or do not address the problem of ter-
rorism in particular.13
While major crises initially tend to reinforce old thinking and
behavioral patterns, they also allow societies to challenge and over-
come entrenched habits, thereby creating the foundations for a new
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and perhaps more peaceful future. Major traumas have, indeed,
always played a central role in redefining political communities.14
Questioning the key assumptions that guide security thinking
should therefore be an essential element of coming to terms with
9/11. And it should entail fundamental discussions about the
nature and meaning of security in a rapidly changing world—dis-
cussions that include the use of a range of hitherto neglected
sources of insight, such as aesthetic ones. The latter are essential
not least because aesthetic factors have made 9/11 into a major
global event in the first place. What haunted the world more than
anything were the images and sounds of the crumbling twin tow-
ers, of human suffering and death, being instantaneously and re-
peatedly televised around the world.15
Questioning Representation
A series of aesthetic questions thus needs to be posed with regard
to 9/11. These questions revolve to a large extent about the issue
of representation, about how one can understand major political
events in a way that does justice to both their complexities and the
need to find adequate ways of responding politically. I now raise
some of these questions by focusing on four specific aesthetic
domains: literature, visual art, architecture, and music. My ambi-
tion is not to map how artists in these aesthetic fields have engaged
9/11. There have been are far too many artistic engagements to
even attempt a comprehensive survey, at least in an article-length
exposé. I am merely showing how paying attention to artistic activ-
ities allows us to pose questions that are central for the study of
security and international relations in general.
The potential and problems of literature’s contribution to the
study of political phenomena is well illustrated through a recent
book by the French philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy. Entitled Who
Killed Daniel Pearl? the book engages the regional political context
of the US invasion of Afghanistan, which was the initial military
response to 9/11. Lévy examines the death of Daniel Pearl, a US
journalist who, in early 2002, was kidnapped in Karachi and then
decapitated. The latter act was captured on video and linked with
a range of political demands. Lévy’s book, which became a best
seller both in Europe and North America, mixes investigative jour-
nalism with fiction, a style he calls romanquête. Since many facts
regarding the case are not known, Lévy simply uses his literary
imagination to provide a coherent narrative. The later includes
speculation about events and motives and about Pearl’s emotional
response to being captured and tortured.16
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Whether or not Lévy’s book constitutes literature is an open
question. Clear is, however, that it has caused a great deal of con-
troversy. One prominent commentator, writing for the New York
Review of Books, dismissed Lévy’s research as “amateurish,” drawing
attention to his “shaky” knowledge of South Asian geography, his
“deep ignorance” of the corresponding political situation, and his
stereotypical representation of “fanatical Orientals.”17 This comes
in the wake of years of critique by prominent philosophers such as
Gilles Deleuze or Pierre Vidal-Naquet, who accused Lévy of gross
factual errors and intellectual mediocrity.18
Levy’s latest best seller may well be “ill-informed and simplis-
tic,” as the New York commentator stresses, but it also triggered a
number of more generic, more fundamental controversies, which
are well worth investigating. They have to do with the author’s styl-
istic transgressions—with his attempt to blur journalistic inquiry
and fictional creativity. Many reviewers were far more disturbed by
these transgressions than by Lévy’s lack of investigative competence
and literary flair. They worry primarily about “a more unsettling
doubt raised by the fusion of genres,”19 about occasions when the
author “distorts his evidence and actually invents the truth.”20
What are the exact political and ethical dangers of crossing fac-
tual and fictional accounts? Can literature, as Proust once claimed,
provide certain insight into human beings and their emotions that
other accounts fail to capture?21 Can literature’s appeal to the imag-
ination generate political and social change in a way that prose
accounts could not?22 Or is not today’s opposition between “fact and
fancy” a historical product, replacing earlier intellectual traditions
that provided space for a range of different truth claims, including
those “that could be presented to the reader only by means of fic-
tional techniques of representation”?23
Needless to say, an article-length survey cannot spell out the
exact policy relevance of literary readings of 9/11. But the potential
of such engagements can nevertheless be identified. Fictional
accounts of terrorist movements, for instance, may offer insight into
the psychological, political, and cultural motives and methods that
underlie them. They may capture emotional dimensions that a
purely analytical account cannot represent. A policy that takes such
insights into account would be better attuned than an approach that
simply labels terrorism as “evil” and thus impossible to understand in
rational terms. Concrete benefits from aesthetic insight may range
from improving the ability to anticipate the timing and nature of ter-
rorist attacks to a fine-tuning of preventive means, such as targeted
development assistance or the promotion of cultural tolerance.
A focus on visual art highlights similar and similarly difficult
questions. There have been an unusually high number of painters,
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from leading artists to amateurs, seeking to deal with various aspects
of 9/11. The diversity of websites devoted to representing these
activities is in itself astonishing. Various internet-based projects,
such as the “WHY Project,” the “ARTproject,” “Rhizome,” or “Arts
Healing America,” display literally thousands of art works that deal
with the terrorist attack and its aftermath. They stress the impor-
tance of art in the process of “coming to terms with what has hap-
pened,”24 in the “healing, recovery and rebuilding of self and com-
munity.”25 They seek to “function as a dialogue for those who wish
to communicate through images.”26 They want to “open up avenues
of discussion and expression . . . through cultural intervention.”27
Such artistic and cultural engagements are not limited to local peo-
ple, reacting directly to the events in New York. One of the most
prominent websites, the WHY Project, was established on the day
of the attacks. It featured instructions in several languages, inviting
artists around the world to submit their work as part of a collective
effort to address the aftermath of the events.28
Many visual artists throughout the world did, indeed, feel the
need to deal with the event in the medium they know best. One
example is the indigenous Australian painter Gordon Bennett. As
an extended aesthetic dialogue with the African American artist
Jean-Michel Basquiat, Bennett produced a series of paintings that
dealt directly with the events of 9/11.29 On some level, the paint-
ings are relatively figurative, with tumbling buildings, airplanes,
flames, and suffering people clearly visible. But they also represent
the events in ways that place emphasis not on external appearances
but on the emotional reaction to them. Can such artistic engage-
ments provide insight that language-based accounts cannot? If so,
what is their exact content and can they be translated back into
language-based representations and brought to bear upon the for-
mulation of security policy?
Public Debates About the 
Aesthetic Reconstruction of Ground Zero
Some of these difficult questions also entered debates about the
rebuilding of Ground Zero, the space in New York where the twin
towers of the World Trade Center used to stand. Consider, for
instance, the work of Daniel Libeskind, who has chief responsibility
for overseeing the rebuilding process, and a range of other archi-
tects and artists, such as Michael Arad, whose design was chosen for
the memorial at Ground Zero. Debates about the highly symbolic
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rebuilding process led to heated disagreements, both between the
architects involved and among the public at large. The very exis-
tence of these debates demonstrates that architecture has the
potential to generate discussion about political and moral issues.
“Architecture is communication,” Libeskind argues;30 it is “poetry
in stone and in light and in gravity.”31 And he goes on to stress that
“contrary to public opinion the flesh of architecture is not cladding,
insulation and structure, but the substance of the individual in soci-
ety in history.”32
Structural elements did, however, generate considerable ten-
sion. This was the case, for instance, with disagreements about the
so-called Freedom Tower, the centerpiece of the rebuilding
process. Libeskind’s master plan foresaw a building with a slanting
roof that holds a spire, in all reaching up to 1,776 feet, symbolizing
the year of the Declaration of Independence. David Childs, the
architect chosen by the developer, planned a much more massive
structure with a facade that is twisted as it rises. A compromise
between these two architectural approaches produced a hybrid-
design that retains elements of Child’s basic structural ideas while
adding Libeskind’s notion of an asymmetrical summit and a sym-
bolic height of 1,776 feet.33 The latter would make it, when com-
pleted in 2008, the world’s tallest building,, thus symbolizing, in
the words of New York State’s governor, George Pataki, that “the
world of freedom will always triumph over terror.”34
Debates over the memorial at Ground Zero offer particularly
revealing glimpses into the relationship between aesthetics and
politics. The purpose of the memorial is to commemorate the 2,982
lives lost in the attacks on the World Trade Center. A thirteen-
member jury was set up to oversee the selection process. Rather
than being made up of politicians, the jury consisted mostly of peo-
ple from the arts and cultural professions, including Maya Lin, the
designer of the Vietnam War Memorial, and Vatan Gregorian, the
president of the Carnegie Corporation.
The main aim of the jury was to “find a design that will begin
to repair both the wounded cityscape and our wounded souls, to
provide a place for the contemplation for both loss and new life.”35
Besides this broad goal there were very few official rules, but they
included that the memorial “make visible the footprints of the orig-
inal World Trade Center towers” and that it “recognize each indi-
vidual who was a victim of the attacks.”36
After examining a total of 5,201 submissions, in November
2003 the jury announced eight finalists. The designs were far more
abstract and minimalist than, say, Bennett’s figurative rendering of
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the event. In some sense they continued a tradition of abstract
memorialization that was initiated twenty years earlier by Maya
Lin’s Vietnam War Memorial. “Everywhere abstraction and mini-
malism became the unavoidable language of the monument,”
stressed one commentator. “We have become uncomfortable with
the idea of literal representation when we make monuments.”37
Arad’s design reflected a very conscious aesthetic choice made by
the jury.38 “We resisted the idea of the literal,” said one of the
jurors. The basic idea was to chose a memorial that could provide
a living memory by allowing “for the change of seasons, passage of
years and evolution over time.”39
The initial public reaction was rather negative. A survey con-
ducted by the Municipal Art Society found that the most frequent
criticism of the designs, including the subsequent winner, were
“too cold, bleak and angular.”40 A leading New York architect
spoke of “a public-relations disaster.”41 One commentator aptly
summarized these critical voices by stressing the designs were too
remote and sanitized to “capture the destruction and injustice” of
the event, to “speak of the cruelty and the horror, of the vulnera-
bility and desperation, of the valor and sacrifice.” To remember
what “really happened” on September 11, he stressed, one must be
more figurative; we need monuments that “capture the drama,
images that haunt us and objects that carry the scars of their sur-
vival.”42 Others strongly defended the choice of finalists, stressing
that they “make the strongest possible case for simplicity as the
most suitable aesthetic for ground zero.”43
The eventual winner of the competition, Michael Arad’s
memorial “Reflecting Absence,” perfectly captures these aesthetic
tensions. Revised in collaboration with the Peter Walker, a promi-
nent landscape architect, Arad’s memorial consists of an open
plaza with pine trees. In the middle of the plaza, and submerged
thirty feet below street level, are a pair of enormous reflective
pools, marking the space where the twin towers used to stand.
These “voids can be read as containers of loss, being close-by yet
inaccessible,” Arad stresses. He describes the descent into the
memorial as follows:
This descent removes [visitors] from the sights and sounds of the
city and immerses them into a cool darkness. As they gradually
proceed, step by step, the sound of water falling grows louder,
and more daylight filters in from below. At the bottom of their
descent, they find themselves behind a thin curtain of water, star-
ing out at an enormous pool that flows endlessly towards a cen-
tral void that remains empty.44
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Disputes arose about several aspects of the design, including
the manner in which the dead are individually remembered.
Arad’s original design foresaw that the two central and massive
pools be surrounded by a ribbon of names that indicated the vic-
tims of the attack. Key was that the names appear in no discernible
order, so that they “reflect the haphazard brutality of the death.”45
But many relatives of victims found the plan “too impersonal and
generic,” demanding a more specific acknowledgement. Some
went as far as threatening to remove the name of their relatives
from the memorial in case they are listed together with civilians.46
As a compromise, the revised version of Arad’s and Walker’s
memorial designated individual shields for the names of police
officers, firefighters, and other officials.47
How can such memorial and architectural features, and the
discussions about them, contribute to our memory of 9/11? Can
artistic representation express forms of memory that the more lin-
ear representations of verbal narrative cannot?48 Prevalent political
reactions to 9/11, for instance, generated a patriotic movement
that led to a considerable amount of cultural and racial stereo-
typing, particularly vis-à-vis people of Arabic origin. Aesthetic rep-
resentations of traumas, such as memorials, are much less linked to
cultural values or boundaries of sovereignty. They thus contain the
potential to offer sources that could be used to rearticulate notions
of community and security in a transnational and culturally sensi-
tive way.
Politics Between Text and Music
Now a radical change of scenery: from the hard bricks of architec-
ture to the soft rhythm of musical tunes. But the change is not as
abrupt as it seems, for music does, in many ways, epitomize the ques-
tions and dilemmas entailed in aesthetic engagement with politics.
Music, at least in its “pure” instrumental form, does not seem
to represent anything outside itself—certainly no concrete and
straightforward political message. But musical activities are among
the most widespread and intensive engagements with 9/11. The
domain of popular music alone has produced countless songs
about the event. Some musicians are explicitly political. DJ Shadow,
for instance, composed a song that is highly critical of the US mil-
itary campaign in Afghanistan. His rationale for doing so is that
“artists, be they painters, actors, writers or musicians, have a re-
sponsibility to reflect and interpret the world around them.” Or,
expressed in the lyrics accompanying his music:
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I was born with the voice of a riot, a storm lightening the func-
tion, the form, far from the norm. . . . I’m back in the cipher my
foes and friends, with a verse and a pen against a line I won’t toe
or defend.49
Other musicians focus less on the explicitly political and more on
the purely emotional sides of coming to terms with 9/11. Look, for
instance, at an album by Bruce Springsteen, which contains songs
such as “My City of Ruins” and “Into the Fire.” The latter spoke of
how
I need you near, but love and duty called you someplace higher,
somewhere up the stairs, into the fire.50
Some commentators endow Springsteen’s music with central im-
portance, elevating it to a semiofficial “requiem for those who per-
ished in the sudden inferno, and those who died trying to save
them.”51 Others see it above all as a patriotic celebration of New
York’s heroic firefighters52 or critique him for not mentioning any-
thing about the state of the country or, for that matter, the far
more problematic war of response.53
Entering these debates is not my task. I am interested in the
more generic relationship between music, text, and politics. The
independence of musical content from the lyrics that may accom-
pany them becomes evident if one examines an earlier song by
Bruce Springsteen. The title track of his 1984 album Born in the
USA is often cited as the most misinterpreted song in the history of
rock music. But a closer looks reveals less of a misinterpretation
than an inherent tension between text and music. The textual mes-
sage Springsteen wanted to communicate was one of protest. It was
meant to critique how US society treated its working-class veterans
from the Vietnam War. Two representative stanzas from the song:
Got in a little hometown jam
So they put a rifle in my hand
Sent me off to a foreign land
To go and kill the yellow man
Born in the USA. . . .
Down in the shadow of the penitentiary
Out by the gas fires of the refinery
I’m ten years burning down the road
Nowhere to run ain’t got nowhere to go
Born in the USA. . . .54
88 Art After 9/11
While designed as protest against US society, “Born in the USA”
had mostly the opposite effect. It became a widely recognized and
uncritically employed hymn for the celebration of patriotic pride
and duty. “Born in the USA” was even used as a theme song in
Ronald Reagan’s republican presidential campaign in 1984. George
Will, a conservative columnist, perfectly captured the logic of this
appropriation:
I have not got a clue about Springsteen’s politics, if any, but flags
get waved at his concerts while he sings songs about hard times.
He is no whiner, and the recitation of closed factories and other
problems always seems punctuated by a grand, cheerful, affirma-
tion: “Born in the USA!”55
Springsteen is said to have been horrified by this political appro-
priation of his music. But the “death” of a musician is as prominent
a theme as the much-discussed death of an author. Once com-
posed, a piece of music takes on its own life, independently of the
intention its creator bestowed upon it. The political nature of a
song thus has as much to do with the musical content as with the
lyrics that accompany it. Eliminate the text of Springsteen’s song
for a moment, or assume a listener who does not understand Eng-
lish, and the appropriation of “Born in the USA” suddenly looks
far less surprising. One commentator hits the nail on its head:
If you set your troubled examination of Vietnam’s after-effect to
the sort of declamatory fanfare last heard when an all-conquering
Caesar returned to Rome, bellow it in a voice that suggests you
are about to leap offstage and punch a communist, then package
it in a sleeve featuring the Stars and Stripes and a pair of Levi’s,
it’s no good getting huffy when people seize the wrong end of the
stick.56
“Born in the USA” shows how the sound of music itself can carry a
message, either in the absence of words or in combination (or con-
traction) with them. From a political point of view this may well be
the most significant aspect of music. A move from popular music
back to theoretical debates can help to clarify the issue.
Music and Emotional Knowledge
The role of emotional insights into 9/11 illustrates how even purely
instrument music may contain political content—and thus the
potential to add to our understanding of security issues. Prevalent
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scholarship on international relations pays no attention to emo-
tions, which are considered purely subjective and irrational, involv-
ing neither thought nor meaningful knowledge. This is in many
ways paradoxical, for terrorism is a highly emotional phenomena.
The motives and means of terrorists are usually presented in emo-
tional terms, as “fanatical,” “irrational,” or simply “evil.” Reactions
to terrorist attacks are equally emotional. They involve dealing with
the memory of death, suffering, and trauma, leading to emotional
calls for political action, often involving feelings of retribution that
go far beyond the mere need to provide security. Political leaders
do not shy away from drawing upon emotional appeals, such as
nationalist rhetoric, to win support for their positions.
And yet, the actual policy analyses of terrorist threats are ad-
vanced in a highly detached and rationalized manner.57 The very
presentation of contemporary warfare, from sanitized video-images
of satellite-guided missiles to the abstract language of defense
experts (exemplified through terms like collateral damage and clean
bombs) not only eliminates suffering from our purview, but also fails
to take into account emotional issues when assessing threats and
formulating policy.
Although unacknowledged by experts in security studies, there
is an extensive body of literature that deals with emotional insight.
Martha Nussbaum’s impressive study on the topic is particularly sig-
nificant here since she demonstrates that emotions do not just
highlight our vulnerability toward events that lie outside of control,
such as terrorist attacks. They are also important forms of knowl-
edge and evaluative thought. Literature, music, and other works of
art offer possibilities to express these emotional insights in ways
that cannot easily be achieved through conventional accounts of
events. This is why, Nussbaum stresses, emotional intelligence and
aesthetic ways of representing them should be accepted, alongside
more conventional sources, as legitimate elements in the formula-
tion of ethical and political judgment.58
Drawing attention to music’s ability to capture emotional insight
is not to draw a stark line between emotion and reason. The latter
can, in fact, be seen as a form of sensibility itself, even in its instru-
mental form. Perhaps the sanitized discourse of defense policy is a
form of rationalized fear. The aesthetic, in turn, could thus be seen
as offering an alternative response, a creative enchantment that
takes its place in a broad spectrum of different forms of reasons.59
Be that as it may, music exemplifies the potential and limit of
gaining emotional insights into political puzzles. Music is not based
on the idea of representing a specific object in the political world.
But music does, at the same time, relate to aspects outside itself, to
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a state of mind, an attitude, a feeling, or an emotion.60 Music is
unique in a variety of ways, including its performative and rhyth-
mic nature and the fact that it can be perceived simultaneously
from all directions, which is not the case with visual or textual
sources.61 These are some of the reasons why several writers and
philosophers, including Schiller, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche,
believed that music is particularly suited to express emotions, that
the effects of music are more immanent and profound than those
emanating from other arts, for “these speak only of the shadow, but
music of the essence.”62
Can music thus offer insight that other forms of knowledge
cannot? Mahler, for instance, was only interested in composing
music about experiences that cannot be expressed in words.63 As
with other aesthetic insight, the challenge here consists of locating
the precise political content and communicating it in nonmusical
terms. Prevalent linguistic conventions are inadequate to capture
musical knowledge. Consider, for instance, how I reluctantly but,
for lack of alternatives, inevitably had to refer to musical insight, or
to the possibility of music illuminating political phenomena. Both
of these terms are inherently visual, reflecting a deep-seated
assumption that our ideal experience, as Nussbaum stresses, “must
be a visual experience, that its illumination must be accounted for
in terms of the eye.”64
But to communicate aural experiences through visual meta-
phors is problematic. To express musical experiences appropriately
one would need to replace insight and illuminating with inhearing or
additives such as musicate or aurate.65 Some languages are already
better equipped for such sensitivities than is English. For Aborigi-
nal people in the western desert of Australia, for instance, “the
metaphor for thought and memory is the ear.”66 But even if
equipped with more appropriate metaphorical tools, language
would still not be able to capture the unique representational style
of music, or, rather, music’s refusal to engage in representation at
all. “Music has to be listened to and nothing can replace this expe-
rience,” Gordon Graha has pointed out.67
The Challenge to Appreciate 
Artistic Knowledge on Its Own Terms
The main methodological challenge consists of legitimizing musical
and other artistic insights on their own terms, rather than through
the conceptual framework of social scientific conventions. But how
is one to legitimize approaches to knowledge and evidence that
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contradict many established principles that guide international
relations scholarship? And how can one communicate aesthetic
insights in ways that retain their uniqueness and integrity? Knowl-
edge that is communicated through artistic and philosophical
insights cannot always be verified, as Gadamer stresses, by method-
ological means proper to science. Indeed, the significance of aes-
thetic knowledge is located precisely in the fact that it “cannot be
attained in any other way.”68
I do not pretend to offer answers to these difficult questions
here. Debates about them go back at least to Kant. By examining
how the beautiful and the sublime generate an inherent tension
(rather than a smooth link) between imagination and reason, Kant
sought to find ways for allowing each faculty to cultivate its unique
insights and passions.69 Many contemporary commentators are
more pessimistic than Kant, at least about the practical possibilities
of conveying clear emotional issues through music. Gordon Graham,
for instance, admits that music is an unusually powerful means for
expressing emotions. But he is very skeptical about music’s possi-
bility to say anything concrete, or at least anything that goes
beyond very broad sensations, such as sadness or happiness. Gra-
ham thus believes that “very few other states or conditions can be
ascribed to music without a measure of absurdity creeping into the
discussion.”70
Reading concrete emotional messages into (or out of) music is,
indeed, a difficult, perhaps even an inherently problematic, en-
deavor. But it is not quite as impossible as Graham holds. Nuss-
baum’s study shows why. While acknowledging the difficulty of
describing connections between music and our emotional life,
Nussbaum stresses that part of this difficulty has less to do with
music and more with our lack of conceptual insight into the issue
of emotions in general.71 Reaching a systematic understanding of
the importance of emotional insight is thus central. And so is the
need to recognize the limits of what can be conveyed through
music. Nussbaum, for instance, admits that music cannot commu-
nicate clear and authentic emotional messages. Any persuasive
account of the emotional content of music, she argues, is intrinsi-
cally linked to the experiences of listeners.72 This, in turn, requires
recognizing that the links between music and emotions are cultur-
ally specific. Indian or Japanese music, Nussbaum argues, is not
immediately accessible to the untrained Western ear. This is why an
appreciation of music, as well as of its emotional content, requires
a certain level of “education and attunement.”73
Music in this sense is a form of representation, even though it
does not represent anything outside of itself. Its attempt to capture
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and express emotions may well be broader and less demarcated, but
in other ways it is not much different than language. Both medi-
ums, language and music, cannot capture the world as it is. When-
ever we use language to convey meaning, we say as much about our
values and prejudices, which are embedded in specific linguistic
structures and cultural norms, as we say about the actual objects
and phenomena we seek to describe. Nussbaum thus stresses that
Music is another form of symbolic representation. It is not lan-
guage, but it need not cede all complexity, all sophistication in
expression, to language. So it is not obvious why we think that
there is a greater problem about expressing an emotion’s content
musically than about expressing it linguistically. We think this way
because we live in a culture that is verbally adept but (on the
whole) relatively unsophisticated musically.74
In a highly insightful and inspiring dialogue about music, soci-
ety and politics, Daniel Barenboim and Edward Said stress a similar
point. They lament the increasingly marginalized role that music
plays in society and ascribe this marginalization to the larger mod-
ern process of splitting up life and knowledge into ever more spe-
cialized subfields. The ensuing practices have led to impressive
advances of knowledge, but they have come at a price. Music, for
instance, is now treated as separate not only from politics but also
from the other arts. Most people today no longer receive a basic
education in music. But precisely such an education would be nec-
essary, as Nussbaum already stressed, to appreciate the various
dimensions of music, including its intertwinement with politics and
society.75 Without that knowledge, music is simply dismissed as
irrelevant to the political, even though the careful and informed
listening necessary to correct that image requires no more and no
less education than, say, the specialized skills necessary to read a
defense studies manual. The result is that we know more and more
about increasingly specialized topics, but hardly ever explore the
promising linkages between them.
Barenboim and Said advance a passionate claim for making
music more central again to societal and cultural life, and thus to
politics, too. They draw attention to the benefits that could emerge
from such a renewed appreciation and reintegration of music.
They themselves did so in a very practical way by bringing together
a group of young Israeli and Arab musicians in the German cul-
tural center of Weimar. Named after Goethe’s West-Eastern Divan,
the project used music as a way of promoting cross-cultural com-
munication, understanding, and tolerance.76 Although pre-dating
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the events of September 11, this musical dialogue represented pre-
cisely the type of cultural engagement that many critics find miss-
ing in the official policy response to the terrorist attacks.77
Said stressed the need for a “common discourse,” a type of
broad understanding of society that replaces the current special-
ization of knowledge, where only a few fellow experts are still capa-
ble of communicating with each other. For Said, the danger of this
tendency was that we no longer take on the most challenging prob-
lems, for the fragmentation of knowledge and its corresponding
institutionalization makes it easy to avoid responsibility for deci-
sions regarding the overall direction of society.78
Barenboim, likewise, has stressed that music is “one of the best
ways to learn about human nature.” Learning here means far more
than the mere accumulation of knowledge. It means retaining the
ability to question some of the problematic assumptions that are
often taken for granted, even though they cause a great deal of
conflict in the world. The elevation of realist power politics to a vir-
tually unchallenged mantra of foreign policy behavior is case in
point. The key political challenge, then, consist of searching for
new perspectives (that is, listening capabilities), rather than new
facts. This challenge is perfectly expressed by Barenboim, who
wants to make listeners forget what they know, so that they can
experience the world anew and thus open up to possibilities that
are foreclosed by intellectual and practical conventions that are so
entrenched that they are uncritically accepted as common sense.79
Music may well be better suited for this task than many other
forms of expression, for, as Nussbaum stresses, “it is not the lan-
guage of habit.”80 It may thus be able to offer us a fundamentally
different take on some of the key political challenges, thereby
opening up possibilities that stay foreclosed within conventional
policy deliberations.
* * *
Artistic insights are not necessarily better or more authentic than
prevalent interpretations of security dilemmas. They certainly do
not replace the need for technical expertise and social-scientific
inquires into security dilemmas. But aesthetic insights offer the
opportunity to reach a broader understanding of the emergence,
meaning, and significance of key political challenges, such as global
terrorism. By generating new insights, art demonstrates what Ekke-
hart Krippendorff once stressed: that politics is far too important a
domain to leave to politicians, or to political scientists, for that mat-
ter.81 While writers, painters, musicians, and philosophers, such as
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Barenboim, Said, and Nussbaum, have long made this point, inter-
national-relations scholarship has so far paid far too little attention to
knowledge that can emerge from drawing upon alternative sources,
including aesthetic ones.
It is reasonable to assume that art can provide only limited or
no input on purely technical and strategic issues, such as decisions
with regard to weapons systems or strategic deployment of troops.
But security policy is, and always has been, about far more than
military policy. Although presented as a pragmatic response to
external threats, security is just as much about defining the values
and boundaries of political communities, about separating a safe
inside from a threatening outside. It is about sustaining national
identity and legitimizing the use of violence for political purposes.82
In short, security is about the political imaginary as much as it is
about facing threats. And it is in this realm that art can become
politically relevant: It can contribute to discussions about the nature
of threats and their impact on political communities, about the mem-
ory of trauma and its shaping of future policies, about the funda-
mental definition of security and the ensuing relationship between
inside and outside. Doing so entails expanding the definition and
task of security beyond an assessment of threats and the search for an
appropriate strategic response to them.
Art can show that security is as much about the search for polit-
ical visions and the need to adjust our intellectual and policy atti-
tudes to changing circumstances. This is particularly crucial since
processes of globalization are gradually eroding the boundaries of
the sovereign state, which continues to be the key reference point
for prevailing practices of national security. It is in this sense that
art can contribute significantly to our effort to understand security
not only as a protection of the state apparatus but also as a much
wider political project that seeks to provide stability, subsistence,
dignity, basic human rights, and freedom from fear.
Notes
This article is part of a larger, ongoing project about the relevance of aes-
thetic insights to global security issues. In that sense it is more of an
attempt to map out the terrain ahead than it is an effort to advance and
defend particularly arguments. I am grateful to Stephen Chan, Alex
Danchev, Toby Ganley, Ian Hunter, Emma Hutchison, Brian Martin, Mar-
tin Leet, and Oliver Richmond for comments on an earlier draft. Some of
the explorations on music have emerged from my essay “Of Things We
Hear but Cannot See: Musical Explorations of International Politics,” in
M. I. Franklin, ed., Shake, Rattle, and Rap: On Music, Politics, and Culture
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004).
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